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Abstract 
The main goal of this work is to describe a concept of alexithymia and confirm if there is a difference in the rate of alexithymia 
among graduate students of different disciplines. The theoretical part is focused on alexithymia and associated areas. The 
experimental part compares rates of alexithymia among the third-year students of Masaryk University (n=282), namely 
psychology, science and medicine. TAS-20 (Toronto Alexithymia Scale 20-Item) was used for alexithymia analysis. Higher rates 
of alexithymia were found for life science students in comparison to psychology students. Between these two fields are students 
of medicine, no significant difference in score of medical students and other student groups were found. The results for selected 
subscales of TAS-20 were also analyzed, the difference was observed only for the subscale ‘externally oriented thinking’.  
© 2009 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
The term "alexithymia"  was  first  introduced by  Peter  Emanuel  Sifneos  in  1972 who described  it  as  „a lack of 
affect“ (Sifneos, 1972, p. 81). It is a compound of Greek words a/ to lack, to miss, lexis/ words, thymos/ mood. 
Alexithymic individuals are distinguished by three main characteristic features: (a) they cannot fully distinguish 
emotions, (b) they experience difficulties when describing feelings, (c) they do not have the ability to create 
fantasies (Nemiah, 1996). Other characteristics are also: difficulties to distinguish between feelings and physical 
feelings (states) that follow emotional excitement, lack of introspection, tendency to social conformity, reduction of 
daydreaming, externally oriented thinking (Taylor, 1994), deficit in the perceiving of emotions within oneself or 
others (Prkachin and coll., 2009), use of inappropriate defense mechanisms (e.g. projection) (Parker and coll., 1998), 
lack of empathy, cold and reserved behaviour towards other people (Moriguchi and coll., 2007),  inability to 
establish close relationships and limited social skills (Lumley and coll., 1996). 
Studies from abroad show that alexithymia is more connected to the study of natural sciences rather than 
humanities (Mason and coll., 2005), and that students and professionals in the helping professions have a lower level 
of alexithymia then those who are interested in some other fields (Bouchard, 2008). Lower level of alexithymia with 
students of helping professions appears since their first year of study, i.e.  first year students of helping profession 
fields have a lower level of alexithymia than first year students who study "non-helping" subjects. The author 
therefore claims that the level of personal alexithymia influences the choice of profession. Because of this, we think 
there can be differences in the level of alexithymia with students of different specializations of study.  
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This study aims to find out if there is a difference in occurrence and rate of alexithymia among students of 
differently oriented fields - i.e. specifically students of natural sciences, psychology and medicine. We go from the 
assumption that the student must be interested in the subject, and/or see the possibility of their own use in it. With 
respect to the above stated characteristics we think that it is less likely that students with a higher level of 
alexithymia choose psychology. Not only do they not have presumptions to devote themselves to this field, but also 
to be interested in it  for any reason. They do not possess any appropriate inner resources that could be applied or 
developed in this profession.  
By contrast, when studying scientific or technical fields, such dose of emotional intelligence is not expected and 
for these fields it is more important to have the already mentioned externally oriented thinking (which belongs to the 
characteristics of a person with a higher level of alexithymia (Taylor, 1994)). Being engaged in introspection can be 
more of a drawback in this respect. That is why it is possible that the distribution of alexithymia or its rate can be 
higher at these faculties than in the studies of psychology. 
Concerning students of medicine, however, we can speculate that some of the characteristics of alexithymia do 
not  have  to  be  an  obstacle  in  their  studies  or  profession,  maybe on  the  contrary.  For  example,  when examining a  
human body, which is often performed in the autopsy room, it is good to have certain emotional resistance (we may 
even say apathy), or a defense mechanism - isolation that would help to separate such affects from the experience. 
These ways of keeping a distance could be applied also later in the practice in the interaction with a patient when it 
is more important to respond to their objective symptoms rather than to the subjective laments and problems. 
2. Research group and used method 
The  research  group  consists  of  third  year  students  of  Masaryk  University  in  Brno.  In  total  it  involves  282  
respondents, out of which 212 are women and 70 men. 92 students (25 men and 67 women) of Faculty of Science 
(specialization in chemistry and biophysics), 97 students (23 men and 74 women) of psychology of Faculty of 
Philosophy and Faculty of Social Studies and 93 students (22 men and 71 women) of general medicine at the 
Faculty of Medicine. The age of the respondents ranged between 21-24. 
The used research method was a scale for measuring alexithymia that is called Toronto Alexithymia Scale 20 Item 
(TAS-20). The scale consists of three sub-scales: difficulty to identify emotions, difficulty to describe emotions and 
externally oriented thinking. The respondents answer the individual items in the Likert scale. They can get the total 
score in the range from 20 to 100 points. Scoring 51 points and lower is considered to show unalexithymic 
individual, scoring 61 points and more means alexithymia. The authors marked the score between 52 and 60 points 
as possible alexithymia. Cronbach's alpha of this test is 0.769. 
3. Results 
We define the level of alexithymia with students of individual specializations according to the average score that 
the students of the given subject reach on the scale of alexithymia. 
 
Table 1: The average score on a scale alexithymia according to the individual faculties 
 
Students Average Score Standard  
deviation 
Minimum Maximum 
Psychology 42,09 8,012 21 66 
Medicine 44,43 9,656 22 75 
Science 46,40 10,154 29 69 
Overall 44,27 9,433 21 75 
Calculated level of statistical significance is 0.007 (p<0.05). 
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Table 2: Tukey method of multiple comparison 
 
Students Difference of 
averages 
Standard 
deviation 
Significance 
Medicine -2,337 1,349 0,195 Psychology 
Science -4,309* 1,353 0,005 
Psychology 2,337 1,349 0,195 Medicine 
Science -1,972 1,367 0,321 
Psychology 4,309* 1,353 0,005 Science 
Medicine 1,972 1,367 0,321 
* Difference of averages is significant at 5% significance level. 
The result means that the difference in the average scores between students of psychology and students of natural 
sciences is significant at 5% significance level. Other differences (i.e. differences between the average scores of 
students of natural science and students of medicine, and also between students of psychology and students of 
medicine) cannot be marked as statistically significant. It means we can confirm that the students of psychology 
reach lower average score on the scale of alexithymia then students of natural sciences. 
On the subscale of Difficulty to Identify Emotions and Difficulty to Describe Emotions we did not find a 
significant difference between students of different specializations. On the Scale of Externally Oriented Thinking, 
the differences, however, were found with significance 0.000 (p<0.05). (see Table 3 and 4). 
Table 3: Externally Oriented Thinking 
 
Students Average Score Standard 
deviation 
Minimum Maximum 
Psychology 16,06 3,573 9 28 
Medicine 18,11 4,300 9 30 
Science 19,75 4,496 12 36 
Overall 17,94 4,389 9 36 
     Students of natural sciences and students of medicine reach higher score on the subscale of alexithymia 
"Externally Oriented Thinking" then students of psychology. 
Table 4: Tukey method of multiple comparison 
 
Students Difference* of 
averages 
Standard 
deviation 
Significance 
Medicine -2,046* 0,600 0,002 Psychology 
Science -3,688* 0,601 0,000 
Psychology 2,046* 0,600 0,002 Medicine 
Science -1,642* 0,608 0,020 
Psychology 3,688* 0,601 0,000 Science 
Medicine 1,642* %,608 0,020 
 
Table  5  shows  individual  faculties  in  connection  to  the  number  of  people  ranked  in  the  category  of  non-
alexithymic, potentially alexithymic and alexithymic according to their results on the scale. The aim is to lucidly 
present the occurrence of alexithymia with the individual groups. 
As you can see, the total number in our sample of alexithymic people was 5.7% (7.1% of men and 5.2% of 
women), of non-alexithymic was 79.1% and on the border of alexithymia were 15.2%. Concerning the individual 
faculties, the highest percentage of people categorized as alexithymic occurred among students of natural sciences 
(alexithymic people accounted for 10.9% of students), among students of medicine it was 4.3% and among students 
of psychology 2.1%. This result shows that the percentage of people evaluated as alexithymic according to their 
results is higher with students of natural sciences then with students of psychology.  
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Table. 5: Occurrence of alexithymia 
 
Students  Without 
alexithymia 
May be with 
alexithymia 
With alexithymia 
Number 83 12 2 
% from faculty 85,6 % 12,4 % 2,1 % 
Psychology 
% from sample 29,4 % 4,3 % 0,7 % 
Number 73 16 4 
% from faculty 78,5 % 17,2 % 4,3 % 
Medicine 
% from 25,9 % 5,7 % 1,4 % 
Number 67 15 10 
% faculty 72,8 % 16,3 % 10,9 % 
Science 
% from sample 23,8 % 5,3 % 3,5 % 
Number 223 43 16 Overall 
% from sample 79,1 % 15,2 % 5,7 % 
 
4. Discussion 
The  aim  of  this  work  was  to  find  out  if  there  is  a  difference  in  the  occurrence  and  rate  of  alexithymia  with  
students of different specialization of study. This question was successfully answered based on the result of this 
research. It was found that there really is a statistically significant difference in the level of alexithymia among 
students of psychology and students of natural sciences in the sense that the level of alexithymia among students of 
psychology (also the occurrence of alexithymic individuals) was lower than among students of natural sciences. This 
result can be explained based on the findings and presumptions which we went from and which were confirmed by 
this. The higher level of alexithymia (and the connected characteristics of alexithymia) is not predetermining for the 
study of psychology and there are two reasons for this. The first reason is the choice of specialization based on the 
student's own dispositions and the other is the contents of study itself. While for students of psychology it is 
necessary to deal with emotions and introspections in the range of the study, it is the facts that are the center of 
interest for students of natural sciences, and those cannot be approached emotionally. 
The difference in the occurrence with students of medicine was not successfully proved. This difference is not 
statistically significant neither towards students of psychology nor towards students of natural sciences. The average 
score of students of medicine is then on a certain edge between the other two, just as the field itself.  Emotions in 
medicine are paradoxically wanted but also unwanted "products". And the students of medicine are being educated 
in this paradigm. If we in this context take into account also the above-mentioned defense mechanism of isolation (it 
can be useful to protect against the empathy with patients), which Vaillant (1992) reckons as intermediate (or 
neurotic) mature defense mechanisms and therefore it is possible to think that it belongs to defense mechanisms 
connected to alexithymia (Parker and coll., 1998), the result reached in this research is not surprising. The results 
also showed that there is no difference on the subscales "Difficulty to Identify Emotions" and "Difficulty to 
Describe Emotions" among students of different specialization, i.e. the ability to identify and describe emotions. In 
this point we can assume that it is caused by the fact that all the participating students are approximately of the same 
age, they are in a similar stage of their lives and they have similar emotional experience. The fact that the students of 
psychology did not - to our surprise - expose better skills in the area of describing emotions can be explained in two 
ways. Either they do not possess better skills, or this result is caused by the emotions being subject of their study and 
the more they are engaged in this topic, the more they realize that it is actually difficult to understand and describe 
the emotions properly.  
Where students scored differently was the subscale "Externally Oriented Thinking". That could imply that 
students of different fields of study do not differ in their skills to work with emotions, but more in the style of 
thinking. This finding is confirmed by the results of the study by Hošková and Valoušková (2003). 
According to it, students of non-humanities (in our case we can speak about students of natural sciences who 
reached the highest average of points on the subscale "Externally Oriented Thinking") show opinion-complete 
thinking, while students of humanities are characterized by flexibility, changeability and thoroughness in thinking 
and understanding of relationships. Students use the style of thinking that is more convenient and more effective for 
Šárka Hošková-Mayerová and Tereza Mokrá / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 9 (2010) 33–37 37
that particular field. Students of medicine and natural sciences must know various facts, e.g. chemical processes; 
they must learn a lot of formulas. It is important for them to know that these processes happen and be able to 
measure them and describe them. The subject of psychology studies is perceived as not so understandable, 
measurable and ponder able, it requires more of understanding relations among individual phenomena, an individual 
approach to each person is needed, so a lower level of externally oriented thinking is expected.  
5. Conclusion 
In the above-described research we dealt with the distribution of alexithymia with students of different 
specializations. It was found in accordance with results of foreign studies that the occurrence and rate of alexithymia 
is higher with students of natural sciences than with students of psychology. Students of medicine stood at an 
imaginary edge between these two specializations and their average score was not statistically significantly different 
from neither students of psychology nor students of natural sciences. It was also found that students of different 
specializations of study do not differ in their ability to identify and describe emotions but they are significantly 
distinguished by the score on the subscale "Externally Oriented Thinking" where students of natural sciences scored 
the highest points, students of medicine scored a lower number and students of psychology scored the lowest points. 
These results were interpreted as a natural consequence of choice of the study field with respect to one's abilities and 
dispositions of students. 
For learning of more detailed findings in the field of alexithymia it would be useful to verify the results of its 
measurement by comparing it with other methods that are used to measure alexithymia. Other research could also be 
interested in relations between alexithymia and other in this context yet not examined fields, such as personal 
dimensions dominance/submissiveness, or tendency towards pro-social or risky behavior. 
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